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1
MODULAR PROXIMITY SENSOR

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a proximity sensor to be
used for applications to detect an approaching metallic
material and output an ON signal, to detect the distance from
such a metallic material, and so forth. More specifically, the
invention relates to an amplifier separate type proximity
sensor wherein a circuit for outputting a signal representing
a detection result is contained in a case different from one for
the detecting coil.

2. Description of the Background Art

Generally, a proximity sensor comprises a high frequency
oscillating circuit equipped with an L.C resonance circuit, a
detecting circuit for detecting oscillation amplitude of this
oscillating circuit, a controlling circuit for generating a
signal representing a detection result by use of the output
from the detecting circuit, an output circuit for outputting a
signal representing the detection result, and the like. Espe-
cially, a sensor of a type that outputs a signal representing a
distance to a metallic material as the detection result,
wherein functions of the controlling circuit and the output
circuit increase in number and the circuit scale thereof
becomes large, is structured in many cases as an amplifier
separate type sensor in which at least circuits after the
detecting circuit are arranged in a case different from one for
a detecting coil.

FIG. 4 shows an example of an amplifier separate type
proximity sensor according to the prior art. The proximity
sensor shown therein includes a detecting coil 201, an initial
stage circuit portion 202 including an oscillating circuit and
the similar in its head portion 101A, while circuits of the
detecting circuit, controlling circuit, output circuit and the
like (collectively shown as a main circuit portion 203 in the
figure) in its amplifier portion 102A, and the head portion
101A and the amplifier portion 102A are connected with a
cable.

In the structure mentioned above, a capacitor that as well
as the detecting coil 201 configures a resonance circuit is
included in the oscillating circuit of the initial stage circuit
portion 202. Invariables of the capacitor and resistance and
the similar are adjusted according to the invariable of the
detecting coil so that the oscillating circuit carries out
oscillation at a specific frequency.

And the initial stage circuit portion 202 further includes a
memory to which parameters and the like are memorized in
order to compensate the distance to a detection object and
oscillation amplitude so that their relation should be a
proportional relation. The main circuit portion 203 compen-
sates the oscillation amplitude of the oscillating circuit on
the basis of information in this memory and outputs the
oscillation amplitude, and also outputs a digital signal rep-
resenting presence or absence of an object through compari-
son of this output value with a specific threshold value.

FIG. 5 shows another structure of an amplifier separate
type proximity sensor. In this proximity sensor, its head
portion 101B wherein only a detecting coil 201 is arranged,
and its amplifier portion 102B wherein an initial stage circuit
portion 202 and a main circuit portion 203 are arranged are
connected with a cable. The initial stage circuit portion 202
in this case is also equipped with an oscillating circuit and
a memory to which invariables are set according to each
kind of the detecting coil 201, accordingly, the main circuit
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portion 203 may output a voltage signal proportional to the
distance to a detection object, on the basis of information in
the memory.

In the proximity sensor of the structure shown in FIG. 4,
wherein the detecting coil 201 and the initial stage circuit
portion 202 set according to the characteristics thereof are
contained in the head portion 101A, it is possible to make
identical the type of the amplifier portion 102A irrespective
of the kind of the detecting coil 201. As a consequence,
control at manufacturers’ places may become easy, and users
may reduce costs.

However, in the case when the initial stage circuit portion
202 is included also in the head portion 101A, the size of the
head portion 101A become large, in some cases, it is
impossible to install the head portion 101A in a place that
users desire (for example, in a robot hand portion). And
further, such an electronic part as a memory is arranged at
the head portion 101A, accordingly, it is difficult to install
the head portion 101A under high temperature environ-
ments, and this lead to low environmental resistance, which
has been a problem in the prior art.

On the other hand, according to the structure shown in
FIG. 5, only the detecting coil 201 has to be contained in the
head portion 101B, consequently, it is possible to make the
head portion 101B compact and to install it in easy manners.
However, the detecting coil 201 at the head portion 101B
and the initial stage circuit portion 202 at the amplifier
portion 102B have to be corresponded according to kinds
and characteristics of the detecting coil 201, therefore, it is
necessary to prepare the amplifier portion 102B for each
type of the head portion 101B. For this reason, if the head
portion 101B gets faulty and must be exchanged with one of
a different type, then the amplifier portion 102B must also be
exchanged, which leads to increased costs at users. And at
manufacturers’ side, the head portion 101B and the amplifier
portion 102B must also be controlled on one to one basis,
which increases burdens and deteriorates manufacturing
efficiency too, which has been another problem in the prior
art.

While, as shown in FIG. 5, in the case where a cable is
arranged between the detecting coil 201 and the initial stage
circuit portion 202, the electrostatic capacity that this cable
has will function as part of the capacitor of the resonance
circuit. Therefore, if the length of the cable is changed, the
oscillation frequency fluctuates accordingly, so it is prefer-
able to fix the cable length between the head portion 101B
and the amplifier portion 102B. And in order to minimize the
temperature curve and the noise influence between the head
portion 101B and the amplifier portion 102B, it is preferable
to make the cable as short as possible. Nevertheless, envi-
ronment where this kind of a sensor is installed varies
greatly, therefore, if the cable length is fixed short, it
becomes difficult to install the amplifier portion 102B in
some environmental conditions, which has been a still
further problem in the prior art.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention has been made in consideration of
the problems in the prior art, accordingly, it is a primary
object of the present invention to provide a proximity sensor
wherein a head portion may be made compact and highly
environment resistant, and an amplifier portion of an iden-
tical type may be used even when the kind of a detecting coil
is changed.

It is another object of the present invention to provide a
proximity sensor that will not affect the actions of the
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oscillating circuit, and enables installation of the amplifier
portion at places according to various installation condi-
tions.

A proximity switch according to the present invention
may be embodied as one wherein a preamplifier portion is
arranged between a head portion containing a detecting coil
and an amplifier portion for outputting a signal representing
a detection result, and the preamplifier portion is connected
to the head portion and the amplifier portion respectively via
a cable, and an oscillating circuit for supplying high fre-
quency current to the detecting coil is arranged in the
preamplifier portion.

In the structure mentioned above, the oscillating circuit of
the preamplifier portion may include a capacitor to configure
the detecting coil and the resonance circuit. This capacitor
may be arranged together with the detecting coil at the side
of the head portion, while in order to make the head portion
compact, it is preferred to arrange it at the side of the
preamplifier portion. On the other hand, it is preferable to
arrange to the amplifier portion the abovementioned main
circuit portion, namely, circuits whose circuit invariables are
not necessary to be set even when the kind of the detecting
coil is changed.

Another proximity sensor according to the present inven-
tion may be embodied as one comprising a head portion
containing a detecting coil, a preamplifier portion having an
oscillating circuit, an amplifier portion having a processing
circuit, a first cable for connecting the head portion and the
preamplifier portion, and a second cable for connecting the
preamplifier portion and the amplifier portion, wherein the
oscillating circuit of the preamplifier portion is connected to
the detecting coil of the head portion via a first cable, and
oscillates the detecting coil as a resonance circuit element to
affect upon oscillation continuation and suspension, oscil-
lation amplitude, or oscillation frequency, the preamplifier
portion outputs oscillation output of the oscillating circuit,
or output of detected oscillation output via the second cable
to the amplifier portion, and the processing circuit of the
amplifier portion detects whether presence or absence of an
object or the distance from an object, on the basis of the
output taken via the second cable from the preamplifier.

In the structure mentioned above, the oscillation output of
the preamplifier portion or the output of detected oscillation
output may be output through conversion into digital sig-
nals.

According to the proximity sensors of the respective
structures explained above, it is possible, at the amplifier
portion, to take the output from the preamplifier portion, and
to detect presence or absence of a metallic material accord-
ing to the changes of the oscillation amplitude or oscillation
frequency thereof.

And in the proximity sensors of the respective structures
explained above, since the oscillating circuit whose settings
are required to be changed according to the kind of a
detecting coil may be contained in the preamplifier portion
arranged between the head portion and the amplifier portion
respectively, it is possible to respond to any kind of detecting
coil by the amplifier portion of an identical type. And
because only the detecting coil may be contained in the head
portion, it is possible to make the head portion compact and
highly environment resistant, and to flexibly respond to
various installation conditions of the head portion.

By the way, the size of the preamplifier portion only has
to be enough to contain the oscillating circuit or the oscil-
lating circuit and a memory in addition thereto, therefore,
the preamplifier portion will not become large. For example,
a long case body expanding in the lengthwise direction of a
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connection cable may be used as the main body of the
preamplifier portion, then there is no need to prepare a wide
place for installing the preamplifier portion, and it is possible
to easily respond to the installation environment similar to
those for the connection cable.

Further, the present invention is to provide, a proximity
sensor wherein a memory storing information corresponding
to the combination of the detecting coil and the oscillating
circuit are arranged in the preamplifier portion.

Further, according to a proximity sensor having a memory
in its preamplifier portion, it is possible to make the ampli-
fier portion carry out detecting processing according to
characteristics of detecting coil and oscillating circuit, on the
basis of information in the memory.

In the preferred structure having a memory in the pream-
plifier portion, a processing circuit for converting the oscil-
lation output of the oscillating circuit after detection into a
signal representing a distance is arranged in the amplifier
portion. And parameters necessary for carrying out the
converting processing are stored into the memory arranged
in the preamplifier portion.

As parameters to be stored into the memory, compensat-
ing parameters for making the relation between distance and
oscillation amplitude as a detection result into a proportional
relation may be set. In this case, it is possible to set a
compensating table wherein compensating parameters are
allotted per oscillation amplitude, further it is possible to set
plural compensating tables according to kinds of metals as
detection object. And in the case when a nonmagnetic
metallic material is to be a detection object, it is possible to
set a compensating table wherein compensating parameters
are allotted to oscillation frequency, in the place of oscilla-
tion amplitude.

The amplifier portion may include a detecting circuit and
a processing circuit mentioned above. By the way, it is
preferable to configure a processing circuit with a micro
processor as its main component, but not limited to this, and
a processing circuit may be structured by use of, for
example, an ASIC (application specified IC).

According to the embodiment, it is possible for the
processing circuit of amplifier portion for output a signal
proportional to a detected distance, on the basis of oscilla-
tion output detected from the oscillation circuit after detec-
tion and parameters in memory, as a consequence, it is
possible to provide a proximity sensor suitable for various
control input means.

Further another proximity sensor according to the present
invention may be embodied as one wherein information
representing a standard oscillation output of the oscillating
circuit is written into the memory, and the processing circuit
includes error detecting means for collating the oscillation
output of the oscillating circuit and the standard oscillation
output in the memory and thereby detecting an action error
of'the oscillating circuit. By the way, the standard oscillation
output of the oscillating circuit is oscillation amplitude or
oscillation frequency at the status where there is not any
metallic material as a detection object (when the distance is
o), and it is preferred to be written at manufacturers’ places
in advance.

According to this preferred embodiment, even in the case
when a detecting coil is aged and deteriorated accordingly
leading to an action failure of the oscillating circuit, such a
failure may be detected at once.

By the way, in the proximity sensor of the embodiment,
in order to inform a user of an error detected by the error
detecting means, warning means such as a lamp or a display
unit may be arranged at the amplifier portion or the pream-



US 7,061,234 B2

5

plifier portion. If this means is embodied, a user may confirm
at necessity actions in a status where there is not any metallic
material as a detection object, and also may judge the period
to exchange the head portion or the preamplifier portion in
easy manners.

A still another proximity sensor according to the present
invention may be embodied as one wherein the memory is
a readable and writable nonvolatile memory, and the pro-
cessing circuit is set so as to be able to write specific
information into the memory.

The contents of information that the processing circuit
writes into the memory and the timing thereof may be freely
set according to applications. For example, when to set
various conditions concerning detecting processing includ-
ing a threshold value and the like necessary for outputting a
signal representing “an object present” according to the
distance as the detection result, if backup data of this setting
condition is written into the memory, in the case where the
amplifier portion is exchanged owing to an failure or the
like, it is possible to carry out settings to a new amplifier
portion on the basis of the backup data of the memory.

And when an error of oscillation output is detected, the
contents of the error concerned may be judged in detail and
may be written into the memory. If this is embodied, in the
case of failure with the head portion or the preamplifier
portion, it is possible to recognize the contents of the failure
concerned easily from the information on the memory,
which helps to increase convenience.

And yet another proximity sensor according to the present
invention may be embodied as one wherein a connector for
connecting the second cable to the amplifier portion is
arranged at the preamplifier portion. And still further another
proximity sensor according to the present invention may be
embodied as one wherein the second cable comprises con-
nection cables attached to the preamplifier portion and the
amplifier portion respectively, and a connectable connector
arranged at the end of each of the connection cables.

In the 2 embodiments, the length of a connecting cable
from the side of the amplifier portion to be connected to the
connector or the connecting cable at the side of the pream-
plifier portion may be changed freely. And according to the
second embodiment, a relay cable may be added between the
connecting cable at the side of the preamplifier portion and
the connecting cable at the side of the amplifier portion.
Accordingly, it is possible to fix the cable length between the
head portion and the preamplifier portion and thereby to
maintain precision of detection output, while to adjust the
cable length between the preamplifier portion and the ampli-
fier portion thereby to install the amplifier portion to a
desired place. And because the cable length between the
amplifier portion and the preamplifier portion may be short-
ened, it is possible to reduce the noise influence to oscilla-
tion actions and temperature curve between the amplifier
portion and the preamplifier portion, and to carry out stable
detection actions.

By the way, the signal line included in the connecting
cable between the head portion and the preamplifier portion
may be connected directly to the detecting coil or the
oscillating circuit, without a connecting connector or the
like. In such a structure, removal from the connecting cable
of the head portion and the preamplifier portion becomes
difficult, therefore, both the head portion and the preampli-
fier portion may be provided as an integral member, which
helps to make control simple and easy. And also it is possible
to prevent connection mistake between the head portion and
the preamplifier portion.
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On the other hand, if the connecting cable is set to be
detachable between the head portion and the preamplifier
portion, in the case of a failure or the like, only the faulty
portion concerned may be removed, and repaired or
exchanged.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view showing an external appear-
ance of a proximity sensor according to a preferred embodi-
ment under the present invention.

FIG. 2(A) is a top view of the preamplifier portion 2,
while FIG. 2(B) is a front view thereof.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram showing an electrical structure
of a proximity sensor.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram showing an example of a
structure of an amplifier separate type proximity sensor
according to the prior art.

FIG. 5 is a block diagram showing another example of a
structure of an amplifier separate type proximity sensor
according to the prior art.

FIG. 6 is a perspective view showing an external appear-
ance of a proximity sensor according to one embodiment of
the present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 1 shows an external appearance of a proximity
sensor according to a preferred embodiment under the
present invention. The proximity sensor of this preferred
embodiment is structured by arranging a preamplifier por-
tion 2 between a head portion 1 and an amplifier portion 3.
The above head portion 1 contains a detecting coil L. (shown
in FIG. 3), while the preamplifier portion 2 contains an
oscillating circuit 21 for oscillating a high frequency (shown
in FIG. 3) and the like. By the way, the code 4 in the figure
is a supporting member for supporting the preamplifier
portion 2, while this supporting component 4 is to be used
at necessity, and has no influence upon the installation or
actions of the preamplifier portion 2.

The head portion 1 and the preamplifier portion 2 are
connected with a shielded cable 5. This shielded cable 5
includes a signal line for flowing high frequency current, and
the detecting coil L is arranged to this signal line integrally.

Multi core cables 6a and 65 are attached to the pream-
plifier portion 2 and the amplifier portion 3 respectively.
These multi core cables 6a and 65 include plural signal lines
including a power supply line. By the way, the multi core
cables 6a and 6 are inserted respectively into the main
bodies of the preamplifier portion 2 and the amplifier portion
3, and each signal line is soldered onto a wiring substrate in
the inside thereof.

And relay connectors 7a and 7b are arranged to the
respective ends of the multi core cables 6a and 65. The
connector 7a at the side of the preamplifier portion 2 is a
male type, while the connector 75 at the side of the amplifier
portion 3 is a female type, and when these connectors 7a and
7b are connected with each other, the preamplifier portion 2
and the amplifier portion 3 get connected with each other via
the respective signal lines.

By the way, the length of the multi core cable 65 at the
side of amplifier portion 3 in this preferred embodiment may
be arbitrarily set according to the installation conditions of
the amplifier portion 3. And by inserting a relay cable (not
illustrated herein) inbetween the multi core cables 6a and 65,
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the distance between the preamplifier portion 2 and the
amplifier portion 3 may be adjusted.

The amplifier portion 3 of this preferred embodiment
converts the oscillation amplitude of the oscillating circuit
21 into a voltage signal representing a distance and outputs
this voltage signal. (Hereinafter, this distance is referred to
as “detected distance”.) Further, this amplifier portion 3 has
a function to digitally display the detected distance, and a
function to compare the detected distance with a specific
threshold value and thereby to output a detection signal
representing presence or absence of a detection object
(hereinafter referred to as “object presence/absence signal”).
In the inside of a case body 30 that configures the main body
of the amplifier portion 3, a circuit is assembled for the
detecting processing and signal output. And on the upper
surface of this case body 30, display units 31 for digitally
displaying the detected distance, indication lamps 32 for
showing the ON status of object presence/absence signal,
operating switches 33 for inputting various setting data and
so forth are arranged. By the way, the code 34 in the figure
is a cover for protecting the upper surface.

FIG. 2(A) shows a top view of the preamplifier portion 2,
while FIG. 2(B) shows a front view thereof. The preampli-
fier portion 2 of this preferred embodiment contains a wiring
substrate (not illustrated herein) of the oscillating circuit 21
in a case body 25 made of resin and the like. In the case body
25, the cable insertion portions 255 and 25c¢ are respectively
arranged at both the ends of a cylindrical case body 25a so
as to be integral. A shielded cable 5 and a multi core cable
6 are inserted into the case body 25 respectively via the cable
insertion portions 255 and 25¢, and the signal lines in these
cables are soldered onto the wiring substrate.

On the upper surface of the case body 25, an indication
lamp 23 and a volume switch 24 for setting (hereinafter
referred to as “setting switch 24”) are arranged. The indi-
cation lamp 23 and the setting switch 24 are connected to a
CPU 36 (shown in FIG. 3) at the side of the amplifier portion
3 as to be described later herein. The indication lamp 23 is
for confirming detection conditions, and is lit when the
object presence/absence signal of the amplifier portion 3 is
in its ON status. The setting switch 24 is for setting the
threshold value to control the ON/OFF status of the object
presence/absence signal.

According to the structure explained above, the pream-
plifier portion 2 is integrated with the shielded cable 5 and
the multi core cable 6, and the longitudinal direction of the
case body 25 is formed so as to expand in the longitudinal
direction of these cables 5 and 6, therefore, there is no need
to secure a wide installation place, and it is possible to install
the preamplifier portion together with the respective cables
5 and 6 in free manners according to the environment of the
installation place of the sensor.

And in the proximity sensor, while the cable length
between the head portion 1 and the preamplifier portion 2 is
fixed, the cable length between the preamplifier portion 2
and the amplifier portion 3 may be freely set according to the
installation place of the amplifier portion 3, as a result,
installation conditions may be flexibly handled without
affecting upon actions of the oscillating circuit 21.

By the way, in this preferred embodiment, the detecting
coil L in the head portion 1 and the signal line in the shielded
cable 5 integrated, and the signal line is soldered onto the
wiring substrate in the preamplifier portion 2, thereby the
shielded cable 5 is prevented from being removed easily.
However, in the place of this arrangement, a connecting
connector may be attached to each of the head portion 1 and
the preamplifier portion 2, thereby the shielded cable 5 may
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be connected so as to be detachable. And also with regard to
the multi core cable, in the place of the method to fix multi
core cables of a specific length 6a and 65 to the preamplifier
portion 2 and the amplifier portion 3, connecting connectors
for the multi core cables 6a and 65 may be arranged
respectively, and a multi core cable of an arbitrary length
may be connected to these connectors.

FIG. 6 shows one embodiment according to the present
invention where the preamplifier portion 2 is provided with
a connector 7¢ for connecting the multi core cable 6a
thereto.

FIG. 3 shows a structural diagram of the entire circuit of
the proximity sensor.

In the amplifier portion 3, a detecting circuit 34 for
detecting oscillation amplitude of the oscillating circuit 21,
an A/D converting circuit 35 for digitally converting output
from the detecting circuit 34, a CPU 36 as a processing
circuit, an EEPROM 37, an output circuit 38 and so forth are
arranged. Also in this amplifier portion 3, a power supply
circuit 39 is arranged. This power supply circuit 39 is for
generating driving power source for respective circuits in the
sensor by supply of DC electric power from the outside.

To the CPU 36, in addition to the A/D converting circuit
35 and the output circuit 38, an input/output portion includ-
ing the display unit 31, the indication lamp 32, the operating
switch 33 and so forth mentioned above are connected. To
the EEPROM 37, programs necessary for actions of the CPU
36, threshold values for setting ON/OFF the object presence/
absence signal, and the like are stored, and also data input
from the operating switch 33 and the preamplifier portion 2
to the CPU 36 are stored at necessity.

In the preamplifier portion 2, in addition to the oscillating
circuit 21, an EEPROM 22 is arranged. Into this EEPROM
22, a compensating table for compensating the relation
between the oscillation amplitude of the oscillating circuit
21 and the detected distance into a proportional relation is
stored. This compensating table is set according to invari-
ables of the detecting coil L and the oscillating circuit 21,
and plural compensating tables are also set according to
kinds of detection object.

The above EEPROM 22, and the display unit 23 and the
setting switch 24 arranged on the upper surface of the case
body 25a are connected to the CPU 36 in the amplifier
portion 3.

In the structure, when high frequency current flow to the
detecting coil L by the oscillating action of the oscillating
circuit 21 in the preamplifier, a detection area for a metallic
material is set by a line of magnetic force induced from the
detecting coil L. In this status, if a metallic material goes into
the detection area, the CPU 36 at the side of the amplifier
portion 3 takes in oscillation amplitude in detection status by
the detecting circuit 34 and the A/D converting circuit 35,
and compensate this amplitude value on the basis of the
compensating table stored in the EEPROM 22 at the side of
the preamplifier portion 2, and specifies a level value to
output the value as a detected distance. This detected dis-
tance is output as voltage via the output circuit 38, and is
also displayed digitally on the display unit 31.

And the CPU 36 compares the detected distance with a
threshold value set in the EEPROM 37 at the side of the
amplifier portion 3, and if the detected distance is below this
threshold value, the CPU 36 sets ON the object presence/
absence signal. And when this object presence/absence
signal is in its ON status, the CPU 36 turns on the indication
lamp 32 of the amplifier portion and the indication lamp 23
at the side of the preamplifier portion 2, thereby informs that
there is an object in the detection area concerned.
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By the way, as the threshold value for controlling the
object presence/absence signal, a default threshold value set
by manufacturers may be stored into the EEPROM 37 at the
side of the amplifier portion 3. While, the CPU 36 may
change the threshold value at necessity, according to the
operation of the operating switch 33 at the side of the
amplifier portion 3 or the setting switch 24 at the side of the
preamplifier portion 2.

And in the preamplifier portion 2, the indication lamp 23
to display the ON status of the object presence/absence
signal is arranged, accordingly, especially in the case where
the amplifier portion 3 is installed far, it is possible to carry
out installation of the head portion 1, checking the detection
actions by the indication lamp 23 on the preamplifier portion
2 arranged nearby, as a result, convenience may be increased
greatly. And in the case when to set a threshold value for
outputting the object presence/absence signal, it is possible
to carry out adjustment by the setting switch 24, checking
the positional relation between the head portion 1 and an
detection object and the lighting status of the indication
lamp 23, as a consequence, it is possible to carry out settings
according to detection purposes in easy and yet precise
manners.

Further, in the proximity sensor according to the preferred
embodiment, by use of the EEPROM 22 of the preamplifier
portion 2, it is possible to make the CPU 36 have the
following functions.

(1) At manufacturers’ places, the oscillation amplitude of
the oscillating circuit 21 in the status without a detection
object may be stored, as a standard oscillation amplitude,
into the EEPROM 22 of the preamplifier portion 2. And to
the amplifier portion 3, an inspection mode to check whether
the oscillation amplitude in the status without a detection
object is appropriate or not is prepared. In this inspection
mode, for example, the CPU 36 compares the actual oscil-
lation amplitude with the standard oscillation amplitude
stored in the EEPROM 22, and when the difference between
the two exceeds a specific value, the CPU 36 displays an
error code on the display unit 31 and carries out similar
processing.

Thereby, because it is possible to check the decline of
detection precision owing to deterioration of the detecting
coil LL and so forth at necessity, it is possible to judge the
period to exchange the head portion 1 and the preamplifier
portion 2 in easy menners.

(2) At the moment when to store the setting data into the
EEPROM 37 at the amplifier portion 3, the same data may
be stored also into the EEPROM 22 at the preamplifier
portion 2. Thereby, in the case where the amplifier portion
3 is exchanged owing to failure or so, the CPU 36 at the new
amplifier portion 3 may read out the data stored in the
EEPROM 22 and set the data into the EEPROM 37 at the
amplifier portion. Accordingly, when the amplifier portion 3
is exchanged, there is no need to carry out once again the
same setting process that was made to the former amplifier
portion 3, as a result, efficiency of exchanging work may be
improved.

(3) In normal detection processing, the CPU 36 may
detect action errors of the oscillating circuit 21 (an error
wherein a status of oscillation amplitude closely resembling
zero continues over a specific time period, and so forth).
Herein, when the CPU 36 detects an error, the CPU 36 may
display code information representing the contents of the
error concerned and the occurrence time of the error on the
display unit 32, and stores the same data as this display data
into the EEPROM 22 at the preamplifier portion 2.
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Thereby, in the case when the head portion 1 through the
preamplifier portion 2 are removed owing to a failure and
brought into a repair center, on the basis of the data stored
in the EEPROM 22 at the preamplifier portion 2, it is
possible to judge the cause of the fault in easy manners, and
it is possible to carry out repairing work in precise and
efficient manners.

In the preferred embodiment, the EEPROM 22 is
arranged in the preamplifier portion 2, in order to output the
distance to a detection object at high precision, and to give
the added values shown in the (1) through (3), however, in
the case where this proximity sensor is to function as a
proximity switch that gets ON according to a detection
object, a preamplifier portion 2 without the EEPROM 22
may be used. And in the case to make a nonmagnetic
metallic material as a detection object, the amplifier portion
3 may be set so as to detect the presence or absence of a
metallic material and the distance to a metallic material
according to changes of oscillation frequency.

As mentioned heretofore, according to the present inven-
tion, wherein a preamplifier portion is arranged via cables
between a head portion containing a detecting coil and an
amplifier portion to output a signal representing a detection
result, and an oscillating circuit whose settings have to be
changed according to kinds of the detecting coil, it is
possible to make the head portion compact and highly
environment resistant, also to use the amplifier portion of an
identical type even when the kind of the detecting coil
changes, as a consequence, it is possible to reduce costs at
users’ side and manufacturers’ side. And further, by fixing
the cable length between the head portion and the pream-
plifier portion, while making the cable length freely change-
able between the preamplifier portion and the amplifier
portion, it is possible to install the amplifier portion in a
desired place, without affecting upon actions of the oscil-
lating circuit.

What is claimed is:

1. A modular proximity sensor comprising:

a modular head portion containing a detecting coil;

a modular preamplifier portion having an oscillating cir-
cuit and a supporting member for supporting the modu-
lar preamplifier in a fixed position;

a modular amplifier portion having a processing circuit;

a first cable for connecting the modular head portion and
the modular preamplifier portion; and

a second cable for connecting the modular preamplifier
portion and the modular amplifier portion, wherein

the oscillating circuit of the modular preamplifier portion
is connected to the detecting coil of the modular head
portion via the first cable, and oscillates the detecting
coil as a resonance circuit element to affect upon
oscillation continuation and suspension, oscillation
amplitude, or oscillation frequency,

the modular preamplifier portion outputs oscillation out-
put of the oscillating circuit, or output of detected
oscillation output via the second cable to the modular
amplifier portion, and

the processing circuit of the modular amplifier portion
detects the presence or absence of an object or the
distance from an object, on the basis of the output taken
via the second cable from the modular preamplifier
portion.

2. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 1,
wherein the modular preamplifier portion is equipped with a
memory to which information corresponding to the combi-
nation of the detecting coil and the oscillating circuit is
stored.
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3. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 1,
wherein the processing circuit for converting the oscillation
output of the oscillating circuit into a signal representing a
distance is arranged in the modular amplifier portion, and
parameters necessary for the conversion processing are
stored in the memory.

4. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 1,
wherein information representing a standard oscillation out-
put of the oscillating circuit is written into the memory, and
the processing circuit includes error detecting means for
collating the oscillation output of the oscillating circuit and
the standard oscillation output in the memory and thereby
detecting an action error of the oscillating circuit.

5. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 1,
wherein the modular preamplifier portion includes a con-
nector for connecting the second cable thereto.

6. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 1,
wherein the second cable comprises connection cables
attached to the modular preamplifier portion and the modu-
lar amplifier portion respectively, and a connectable con-
nector arranged at the end of each of the connection cables.

7. A modular proximity sensor comprising:

a modular head portion containing a detecting coil;

a modular preamplifier portion having an oscillating cir-
cuit and a readable and writeable nonvolatile memory
to which information corresponding to the combination
of the detecting coil and the oscillating circuit is stored;

a modular amplifier portion having a processing circuit
for converting the oscillation output of the oscillating
circuit into a signal representing a distance, parameters
necessary for conversion processing being stored in the
memory, the processing circuit being set so as to be
able to write specific information into the memory;

a first cable for connecting the modular head portion and
the modular preamplifier portion; and

a second cable for connecting the modular preamplifier
portion and the modular amplifier portion,

wherein the oscillating circuit of the modular preamplifier
portion is connected to the detecting coil of the modular
head portion via the first cable, and oscillates the
detecting coil as a resonance circuit element to affect
oscillation continuation and suspension, oscillation
amplitude or oscillation frequency, and

wherein the modular preamplifier portion outputs oscil-
lation output to the oscillating circuit, or output of
detected oscillation output via the second cable to the
modular amplifier portion, and the processing circuit of
the modular amplifier portion detects the presence or
absence of an object or the distance from an object, on
the basis of the output taken via the second cable from
the modular preamplifier portion.

8. A modular proximity sensor comprising:

a modular head portion containing a detecting coil;

a modular preamplifier portion having an oscillating cir-
cuit and an indication lamp;

a modular amplifier portion having a processing circuit;

a first cable for connecting the modular head portion and
the modular preamplifier portion; and

a second cable for connecting the modular preamplifier
portion and the modular amplifier portion, wherein

the oscillating circuit of the modular preamplifier portion
is connected to the detecting coil of the modular head
portion via the first cable, and oscillates the detecting
coil as a resonance circuit element to affect upon
oscillation continuation and suspension, oscillation
amplitude, or oscillation frequency,
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the modular preamplifier portion outputs oscillation out-
put of the oscillating circuit, or output of detected
oscillation output via the second cable to the modular
amplifier portion, and

the processing circuit of the modular amplifier portion

detects the presence or absence of an object or the
distance from an object, on the basis of the output taken
via the second cable from the modular preamplifier
portion and the indication lamp is lit when an amplifier
signal indicating the presence or absence of an object is
activated.

9. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 8,
wherein the modular preamplifier portion is equipped with a
memory to which information corresponding to the combi-
nation of the detecting coil and the oscillating circuit is
stored.

10. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 8,
wherein the processing circuit for converting the oscillation
output of the oscillating circuit into a signal representing a
distance is arranged in the modular amplifier portion, and
parameters necessary for the conversion processing are
stored in the memory.

11. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 8,
wherein information representing a standard oscillation out-
put of the oscillating circuit is written into the memory, and
the processing circuit includes error detecting means for
collating the oscillation output of the oscillating circuit and
the standard oscillation output in the memory and thereby
detecting an action error of the oscillating circuit.

12. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 8,
wherein the modular preamplifier portion includes a con-
nector for connecting the second cable thereto.

13. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 8,
wherein the second cable comprises connection cables
attached to the preamplifier portion and the amplifier portion
respectively, and a connectable connector arranged at the
end of each of the connection cables.

14. A modular proximity sensor comprising:

a modular head portion containing a detecting coil;

a modular preamplifier portion having an oscillating cir-

cuit and a volume switch;

a modular amplifier portion having a processing circuit;

a first cable for connecting the modular head portion and

the modular preamplifier portion; and
a second cable for connecting the modular preamplifier
portion and the modular amplifier portion, wherein

the oscillating circuit of the modular preamplifier portion
is connected to the detecting coil of the modular head
portion via the first cable, and oscillates the detecting
coil as a resonance circuit element to affect upon
oscillation continuation and suspension, oscillation
amplitude, or oscillation frequency,

the modular preamplifier portion outputs oscillation out-

put of the oscillating circuit, or output of detected
oscillation output via the second cable to the modular
amplifier portion, and

the processing circuit of the modular amplifier portion

detects the presence or absence of an object or the
distance from an object, on the basis of the output taken
via the second cable from the modular preamplifier
portion and the volume switch sets a threshold value to
control the on and off status of an amplifier signal
indicating the presence or absence of an object.

15. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 14,
wherein the modular preamplifier portion is equipped with a
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memory to which information corresponding to the combi-
nation of the detecting coil and the oscillating circuit is
stored.

16. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 14,
wherein the processing circuit for converting the oscillation
output of the oscillating circuit into a signal representing a
distance is arranged in the modular amplifier portion, and
parameters necessary for the conversion processing are
stored in the memory.

17. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 14,
wherein information representing a standard oscillation out-
put of the oscillating circuit is written into the memory, and
the processing circuit includes error detecting means for

14

collating the oscillation output of the oscillating circuit and
the standard oscillation output in the memory and thereby
detecting an action error of the oscillating circuit.

18. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 14,
wherein the modular preamplifier portion includes a con-
nector for connecting the second cable thereto.

19. A modular proximity sensor according to claim 14,
wherein the second cable comprises connection cables
attached to the preamplifier portion and the amplifier portion
respectively, and a connectable connector arranged at the
end of each of the connection cables.



